KEN ORAM – MY RAF FOOTBALLING LIFE
September 1959

I was attested into the RAF as an apprentice technician at RAF Halton on 16 September 1959. In my previous “life” as a football player I had played as a central defender as I was big for my age and also not afraid to “get stuck in.” A simple question as to my preferred position, when lined up to identify sporting prowess, on the football field was met with “centre forward sergeant” by myself. “Anywhere else” he enquired, “no sergeant, only centre forward “I replied. And so I became a striker/number nine/centre forward for the rest of my football career.
I enjoyed the football at RAF Halton and we were able to win matches with superior fitness over more experienced and skilled teams. As my time at Halton was drawing to a close I was advised that Fulham FC had taken an interest in me. Naturally I was extremely flattered and asked my dad what I should do if successful at the trials. My dad suggested that I should complete my apprentice training before making any decisions. Sadly, playing in an internal inter-wing competition in April 1962 I sustained a serious ankle injury and I spent two weeks in hospital and 5 weeks on crutches. This put an end to any grand thoughts of a career as a professional footballer.

August 1962

On posting to RAF Lyneham in August 1962 I had very little appetite to play football and almost succumbed to the dreaded beer and skittles in Wootton Bassett pubs.
Luckily, I had a fairy godfather in the station gymnasium. The PTI sergeant  was aware of my arrival and ordered me to attend the gym every lunchtime for fitness training. Within weeks I began to recover some of my hunger for the game and, with the help of John Lamb, a regular player for the RAF at the time, I soon got back in the swing of things. I was quickly drafted into the station eleven (no substitutes in those days!); I was also selected for the Transport Command team. This was when there were 6 Commands and competition was fierce, particularly as National Service had not yet ended. John Lamb played for a local team, Malmesbury, and he quickly gained me a place in their team. It was very much a lottery as the pitches left a lot to be desired in terms of quality, but it was fun and we even had to pay 2 shillings and sixpence (12.5 old pence) for every match we played. RAF Lyneham had some success; winning the inter-command trophy and a local inter-services cup final. But things started to change. . . . John was posted to Singapore and I left for Bahrain in the Arabian Gulf.
June 1965

With a monster bush-telegraph system all the way from RAF Lyneham to the Middle East, Far East and even to Australia, my modest footballing prowess had not gone unnoticed, and I was soon sawing off the rubber studs on my boots to cater for the sandy, uneven surface that I was to play on for the next two years. It was so alien to all of us to pass the ball to each other, not just a fraction in front, and sustaining some ugly, painful sores on your hip bones where the uneven sand was less than kind to you when taking a heavy fall. There were representative matches played against Bahraini  representative teams during my tour, with the RAF combining with both Navy and Army personnel, and the matches were real humdingers as the Brits were always out to beat the Bahrainis on their own soil – sorry, sand!
June 1967
I was posted back to RAF Abingdon and quickly established myself in the station team, and also one of the local teams, Abingdon Town. My efforts were rewarded and I had scored a total of 12 goals for Abingdon Town when my old friend John Lamb, who had been posted back to Lyneham and was turning out for Oxford City in the Isthmian League, suggested that I approach Oxford City with a view to joining them. This was a good standard of football in those days with the league considered to be at a standard just below the Football League.
In the October I left Abingdon Town and became a player for Oxford City at the White House Ground on the Abingdon Road. The ground has since disappeared and was sadly developed for housing. It was owned by one of the colleges and loaned to the club under very strict rules. It appears that one of the rules was broken and the college acted swiftly to regain control of the ground. This happened long after I had moved onto Woking FC in Surrey, but before the club fell from grace they experienced a lot of publicity with Bobby Moore joining the club as manager.
But back to RAF Abingdon; I was chosen to represent Transport Command (RAF Abingdon was the home of Beverley  and Andover aircraft), playing alongside Roger Unwin ,a current RAF player and Garth Hawkins, who later played for the RAF before he tragically lost his life in the Sea King helicopter crash during the Falkland’s War. Roger and Garth were both navigators on 46 Sqn but managed to fit all the football in to their busy work and family schedules. Garth did play some matches for Oxford City with myself but sustained a very bad leg break and never regained his fitness, developing a visible limp. 
When the RAF Command trials were held in the October of 1967 at RAF Cosford I was duly summoned to turn out for Transport Command and as a result of my performances I was selected for the full RAF Squad. I had at last achieved my aim of playing at the highest level in the Service. However, my efforts were about to be tested to their limit as I was now playing for my station, group, command, full RAF team and my civilian team. This was a trial of fitness and ensuring that I maintained my priorities. At the time I was also studying at the local college! 
1967/68 season

The 1967/68 season was successful as we, RAF Abingdon, won the group cup, the Command trophy, and finished high in the local Service league.

Sadly, at the end of the season the RAF were unable to win the Constantinople Cup, the inter-services trophy, despite drawing with both the Navy and the Army. In only my first season with the RAF I was also chosen to representative Combined Services team. This was the icing on the cake and I managed to be amongst the goals for both teams.
I enjoyed a great deal of success during my Abingdon days, playing for the Command, Group and Station teams, and also turning out for Oxford City. For the latter I reached the 2nd Round of the FA Cup losing to Bristol Rovers 3-2 after beating some useful teams on the way. My piece de resistance was beating Enfield 3-1, who were the top teams in our league and boasted most of the English Amateur International team; I scored all 3 goals. For my efforts I was invited by the England Amateur manager, Mr Charles Hughes to play for him on two occasions during the 1968/69 season.
1968/69 season

The 1968/69 season closed with more success at station level and with the RAF team who won the Constantinople Cup, this team went on to win the trophy 3 times in four years. Again, I was invited to join the Combined Services squad and toured in the Mediterranean, both in Malta and Cyprus.
1969/70 season

The 1969/70 season was probably my most successful, winning the Constantinople Cup again and scoring a record 16 goals in 17 matches for the RAF. Oxford City managed to reach the 2nd round of the FA Cup again but we were sadly beaten 5-1 by Swansea. They were a very experienced team with majority having played numerous times for Wales. Players such as Mel Nurse, the Allchurch brothers and David Gwyther. Some weeks later I was visiting my in-laws in Leeds and watched Swansea take on the mighty Leeds United. These were the days of Johnny Giles, Norman Hunter, Jackie Chalton, Billy Bremner and a raft of other exceptional players. Despite this superior armoury, Leeds only managed to scrape a win by two goals to one. I felt so much better that night. But things were on the change; my first child was to be born, I was to be posted with the Andover aircraft to RAF Thorney Island on the South Coast, near Chichester, Sussex.
Naturally, my football priority would be station, group, command and RAF. However, in order to maintain my skills I needed to play at the highest level I could. So I hunted for the nearest and most convenient club to enable me to continue to play in the Isthmian league. This turned out to be Woking but was still 50 miles away! Nevertheless, I joined Woking in 1970 and spent 7 glorious years at the club. Although the club did not aspire to great things during my spell, we did manage to win the Surrey Senior Cup in 1972. This was no mean feat as our opponents in the final were Walton and Hersham whose team members followed their manager into the Football League becoming Wimbledon FC. In 1974 Woking reached the Quarter-finals of The Amateur Cup, and we were drawn to play Ashington away. Ashington is of course the home of the famous Charlton Brothers and in fact the ground in those days was overshadowed by coal pits. Sadly, our cup run ended in defeat losing 2-0. This was in fact the last Amateur Cup competition ever and the winners, Bishop Stortford, still retain the trophy.
1972/73 season

During the 1972/73 season even more success was to come my way. Being based at RAF Thorney Island all my travelling was extensive as everywhere was a distance from the coast. As Thorney Island was a joint unit, with Army personnel serving in the Air Despatch Wing, we were often criticised for not playing solely RAF personnel in the RAF cup competitions. Nevertheless, I was able to win the Constantinople Cup again that year with the RAF, the inter-command trophy, The RAF Cup, the local Service league cup, and I was also a member of the winning inter-services unit cup. These were heady days for me and I still have all my mementos on paper or in photographs. There was yet another trophy to win; the RAFFA internal trophy (soon to be named the White Cup after Group Captain White) which pitched the RAF UK units, RAF Germany and RAF Near East teams against each other. This competition was usually played in the home venue by rotation. This was a great opportunity for the RAF UK management to see what may be like when posted home from their tour.
1976
The RAF were able to win yet another Constantinople Cup but things were on the move; players were being replaced, posted overseas or no longer with us.
I continued to turn out for Woking but the signing of players (service personnel are unable to sign contacts as they had already signed one!) on contracts began the demise of my civilian football career. In 1976 I was posted again, ironically to RAF Odiham, where life was change from making the coach on a Saturday to disappearing for months at a time to places such as Northern Ireland, Belize, Cyprus, all over Europe, Norway and many others. I did actually turn out for the Belize Camp in 5-a-side matches down in the capital. Their players  were skilful but also very ruthless. The surrounds of the pitches were solid mahogany and really hurt when running into them – or being pushed against them!
And so, in 1977 I played for the RAF and in the inter-service cup for the last time and I said my farewell to Woking FC who were extremely grateful and presented me with a silver plate with the inscription “To Ken Oram, a Player and a Gentleman.”
1979

In 1979 I was on the move again, this time to RAF Bruggen in Germany.  By this time I had began to have itchy feet again and decided that I could play at this level comfortably and even managed to be selected for the RAF(G) squad playing against the Dutch Air Force, The Germany Armed Forces and other visiting teams. The following year, 1980, I became player/manager of RAF Bruggen, participating in the local Service league with the success of winning it and also the league cup.
1980

In 1980 the RAF(G) squad managed to win the Inter-service cup at Rheindahlen against the Germany based Army units.  This was always a fiercely contested fixture and this season it was no exception. And then in 1981 I took the reins for the RAF(G) squad and not only did we win the Germany contest, but we travelled to the UK and confounded everyone by winning the White Trophy. RAF(G) had to win by more than 2 clear goals to win the trophy, and with myself coming on in the second half and scoring 2 vital goals - we were the victors! A fitting end to my footballing career in Germany as the following season I returned to UK to RAF Brize Norton.
When I was in the Service hospital in Wegberg, Germany recovering from a serious leg injury the flight sergeant in the bed opposite was visited each night by his wife and three daughters. At the time he was 44 and had broken the same ankle three times, and that was only in Inter-section football! One night his wife came in with one of the daughters and triumphantly announced that she had advertised his boots for sale and someone had bought them. He was not going to play football again!
However, before I packed my bags in Germany I travelled to Berlin as a guest of honour to watch the Service Berlin cup-final played at the Berlin Olympic Stadium. And after that I managed a mixed team from RAF Germany and RAF UK on a tour to Hong Kong. It was a successful mission winning all 4 matches against strong opposition, and I even turned out for our last match which was against RAF Kai Tak; I scored 2 goals!
1982

Back to UK in 1982, I quickly took the reins at RAF Brize Norton where there was an abundance of talent with the majority of the Parachute Training School to choose from. I continued to carry my boots but the chances of playing became less frequent and the following season I became the Assistant Manager/Assistant Coach to the RAF Senior Representative Squad. Yet another Constantinople Cup came my way although this time, all I had to do was bite my nails on the sidelines.
In 1985 I decided that I should take the opportunity of becoming commissioned into the Engineering branch and in that September, with a good level of fitness at the age of 42, I drove up to the RAF College Cranwell. It was an eye opener in many ways but I kept up my efforts and even managed to play a football match against the German Luftwaffe drawing 2-2. During my time at Cranwell I played regular matches and one such guy by the name of Mike Neville played in midfield. As a group captain, Mike has served as Chairman of RAFFA in recent years.
I left Cranwell in 1986 and took up a post in Cheshire for 18 months before escaping back to London and found myself working in Earl’s Court working in Air Eng 2 covering the maintenance policy for all helicopters. I was later attached to the Chinook Force as its logistic policy was almost non-existent. I finally won the prize that I had hoped for by becoming the manager of the RAF Senior Representative Squad. 
I managed the RAF Squad for 3 years but sadly did not manage to win the Constantinople Cup. During my travels as manager I came across an old footballing friend from our battles with the Civil Service football team and a member of Kingstonian FC. He told me of a mutual colleague who was running a veterans’ team and suggested that I contact him. I did and managed to play for 2 seasons with a large number of old comrades from my younger days against public schools, England Youth, military colleges, etc. It was brilliant fun and I even managed to avoid getting injured as sometimes us oldies were more fragile!
Following 35 years service I retired from the RAF in 1994 after working on the RAF LITS Project in the ITN Building in Grays Inn Road in London. I had already gained employment with a known company in the Midlands and 3 days later I was in South Africa for 4 months carrying out training. I didn’t manage to play football out there and seemed to spend my free time on fitness training and watching live rugby.
I returned from South Africa and soon deployed to Stevenage where I seem to spend more time away on location than on site – I lived some 45 miles away in Ruislip. Soon the younger element discovered that I had a footballing background and the boots were being carried to work clandestinely (the wife was not to know). I suddenly realised that I was not as young as I used to be and it became quite a strain. I finally played in a 5-a-side competition at the Hatfield university all-weather facility, and the “oldies” team got right through to the final and were defeated on penalties. We had played a total of 9 matches! I decided to call it a day at the grand old age of 55 years old. I later had a small operation to mend a small hernia. Not bad for my pain.
I have thoroughly enjoyed my involvement with RAF Football throughout the years, meeting and playing with some very special people.  At the end of my career I had made 90 appearances for the RAF, winning the Constantinople Cup on four occasions as a player (70, 72, 73, 74) and once as a coach (84). 
